Abstract
Introduction
Assam is one of the eight states of North East India. It is the largest state in the Region in terms of population and second to Arunachal Pradesh in geographical area. In spite of her rich natural resources and culture the state is lagging behind the rest of the country. The socioeconomic set up of the state has not been conducive to overall development. Since it is a multiethnic state with heterogeneous cultural backgrounds, it has been experiencing insurgency and ethnic strife for the last three decades because of which not only its economy but also the social fabric is under threat. The worst victims in the process are the women. Though the entire Region including Assam is free from some of the social evils like dowry, sati pratha, female feticide and infanticide because of the prevalence of tribal and indigenous culture, other forms of gender discrimination do exist as revealed in various gender gap studies. It is contrary to the general perception that women of Assam are as disadvantageous as the women in rest of the country. In certain respects the position of women in Assam is weaker than that in other states of the country. Study of Shivkumar (1996) Nagaland. Keeping these points in view it was thought to undertake an in-depth study on the status of women and their empowerment in the state. Before we make an analysis on these two issues let us first introduce the concepts of gender disparity and women empowerment.
Gender Disparity and Women Empowerment: Conceptual Issues
Gender Disparity: Past few decades have witnessed a steady increase in awareness of the need to empower women and achieve gender equality through various measures.
The concept of gender equality has been gaining importance since subordinate status of women in relation to men has been seen in almost every facets of life. Gender equality is understood as that stage of human development at which the rights, responsibilities and opportunities of individuals are not to be determined by the fact of being born as male or female. It is a stage when both men and women realize their full potential and become partners in every sphere of their lives. Realizing the extent of gender inequality throughout the world, the United Nations Development Fund for and called it as 'gender mainstreaming' i.e., the application of gender perspectives to all legal and social norms and standards, to all policy development, research, planning, advocacy, development, implementation and monitoring-as a mandate for all member states. As a result of the Beijing conference and many years of work leading up to it, more than 100 countries announced new initiatives to improve the status of women. In 2000, the follow-up Beijing+5 Conference further strengthened the application of the mainstreaming concept and used it to highlight the need for more progress in reaching equality worldwide.
In 1995 main emphasis on gender equality was given in the Human Development
Report (UNDP, 1995 confronted by women in achievement of those which were very essential for overall development of human being. The GEM focused on political participation (measured by women's shares of parliamentary seats), economic participation (shares of high level and professional positions) and power over economic resources (income gaps).
The disadvantages facing women and girls are a major source of inequality. Very often, women and girls are discriminated against health, education and in labor markets-with negative repercussions for their freedoms. In 2010 report, UNDP further introduced a third measure of inequality known as Gender Inequality Index (GII) built on the same framework as the HDI and the Inequality adjusted Human Development Index (IHDI) in order to better expose differences in the distribution of achievements between women and men. The GII is unique in including educational attainment, economic and political participation and female-specific health issues and in accounting for overlapping inequalities at the national level. Thus it became an important advancement on existing global measures of gender equity.
Along with those measures of gender inequality another measure to capture the magnitude and scope of gender-based inequalities is known as Global Gender Gap Index (GGGI). This was introduced by the World Economic Forum (WEF) in 2005.
The Index benchmarks gender gaps on economic, political, education and health based criteria, and provide country rankings that allow for effective comparisons across regions and income groups, and over time. The GGGI examines the gap between men and women in four fundamental categories: economic participation and opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival and political empowerment.
Women Empowerment: The concept of empowerment of women has, however, undergone a sea change from welfare oriented approach to equity approach. Today empowering women refers not only to improve their material wellbeing but also their active participation in the development process. The concept of women in development emerged at a point of time when attention was shifted to enhancement of the role and status of women. Then equity and empowerment approach merged to form the gender and development concept (Mathew, 2003) . Although many researchers made attempts to explain the concept of empowerment, the most relevant definition is one provided by Sen and Batliwala (2000) . According to them "Empowerment is the process by which the powerless gain greater control over the circumstances of their lives. It includes both controls over resources and ideology… a growing intrinsic capability, greater self-confidence and an inner transformation of one's consciousness that enables one to overcome external barriers [as quoted by Kishor & Gupta (2004): 694] . This definition mainly emphasizes on two important aspects: Firstly, empowerment is not a power over others but a power to achieve certain desired goals. Secondly, the idea of empowerment is more applicable to those who are powerless irrespective of sex, caste or class. According to the report on Human Development in South Asia (2000: 28) , ''Empowerment can be considered a change in the context of a woman or man's life that enables her/him increased capacity to lead a fulfilling human life, characterized by external qualities such as health, mobility, education and awareness, status in the family, participation in decision making, and level of material security, as well as internal qualities such as self-awareness and self-confidence".
Methodology
In order to examine the status of women empowerment we have used secondary data from different sources at the disaggregate level. Analysis has been made by putting them into four categories on the basis of (1) employment (2) Data further reveal that there is a positive relationship between overall literacy rate and percentage of female main workers. Dhubri, the low literacy rate district, shows highest proportion of female non workers (91.96%) and lowest proportion of female main workers (4.27%) and marginal workers (3.85%). High Literacy rate districts are having highest proportion of female main and marginal workers and lowest proportion of female non workers. It is important to note that proportion of main workers is relatively high and non-workers and marginal workers are low among male population which is not true in case of female population.
There is also a positive relationship between the level of DDP and percentage of female main workers. Almost same pattern is observed in case of male main workers.
However, the same relationship is not observed in case of female marginal and non- To examine the nature and status of women employment in the Public Sector (Govt.) of the state it is important to know their class wise distribution. When we examine the relationship between the stages of enrolment with per capita DDP from the information provided in the Table 8 , we find that no such variation of enrolment at primary level is seen along with DDP among the groups. At high school and in Junior College, enrolment positively varies with DDP whereas at middle level it varies negatively with DDP. If we analyse the female enrolment at higher secondary we see that it is highest for Moderate DDP districts and lowest for High DDP districts.
Demographic Status:
Sex ratio is one of the important demographic factors that indicate the status of women in a particular society. A social system with higher sex ratio itself shows the higher status of women. In Table 9 , district wise sex ratio for the Let us examine the pattern of variation of sex ratio. Table further shows that sex ratios decrease with the increase in the literacy rate which is in fact a disturbing trend in a developing society. It is observed to be highest in Low Literacy district and lowest in Higher Literacy districts. It also shows a declining trend of sex ratio with the increase in DDP. It is highest for Low DDP districts and lowest in High DDP districts. Moderate DDP districts have an average sex ratio.
Status of Political Participation:
Women's political participation is another input to their empowerment. It is one of the important factors that contribute to their wellbeing. Empowered women have political freedom which in turn translates into their decision making capacity both at the community and national level (Nayak, 2011 ).
Women's representation in political field even in its most modest form of local government has the ability to transform and reinterpret the practice of politics When we analyze the percentage of contestants and winners across districts and areas we observe some degree of disparities (Table 11 ). Though percentage of voters across districts does not vary much but gender gap is observed in this respect. 
A Comparison between Assam and India
National Family Health Survey -III pertains to data collected on various indicators of women empowerment (Govt. of India, 2005-06) . On the basis of these data the status of women both in Assam and India can best be understood. Various indicators like women's capacity of household decision making, their access and control over resources, acceptance of unequal gender role, media exposure, freedom of movement etc are the key to the process of women's empowerment.
Decision making is the foremost step to the ladder of empowerment. In this regard data presented in Table 12 Table 13 we find that higher proportion of females are non-workers in Assam as compared to India. But in urban areas the percentage of female non workers is almost same both in India and Assam. If we look at the rural urban divide we find that female non workers are more in urban areas as compared to rural areas both in Assam and India. As is obvious a wide gender gap is seen in this respect in the state.
Workforce participation rate shows the number of persons employed per 1000
persons. Data for the year 2001 reveal that it is lower for Assam as compared to India as a whole (Table 14) . The rate is much lower in rural Assam (36.4%) as compared to rural India (42%). However the gap is narrower in case of urban areas, be it in India as a whole or in Assam. Further we find that it is lower for females both in absolute and relative terms. About half of the male population is engaged in workforce in Assam but in case of women, the rate is much lower, about a fifth are engaged in work. In rural areas, the rate is higher for women than that in urban Assam.
Women's access to monetary resource and credit is another important element of empowerment. Employment opportunity of women is necessary but not sufficient condition for financial empowerment. For economic empowerment control over resources is more important. Another important evidence of empowerment of women is their attitude towards unequal gender role that prevails in the society (Gupta & Kishor, 2004) . If women believe that wife beating is just or only male child should be given all the opportunities including better education, nutrition etc and female child should be taught to make sacrifice from very childhood so that she would be a so called ideal woman then it indicates that women accept their subordinate status by themselves. 
Summery and Conclusion
Thus from the above analysis it is quite clear that development process in the state is not gender neutral; women enjoy inferior status as compared to the average women in India. The percentage of women employees to total employees in the state in the Government services is low. There has not been any significant improvement in this regard in the last decade. As regards women's political participation it is found that percentage of women voters has always been less than that of male voters in all the years under study but the gender gap is not very significant. As regards sex ratio, it is not in favor of women; however it is improving over time. Although Government has undertaken a number of steps the situation has remained gloomy mainly because the educated women are not forward looking and cherish the baseless age old customs. Thus there is a need to create awareness towards achieving the desired goal of women empowerment in the state. 
